How we reached this position is the result of a complex interaction of history, theoretical understandings, and social policies that have reacted -and often overreacted -to highly publicised scandals. Mark Smith's book lays out and critically discusses the territory to be considered: the history of residential care, the development of public policy towards it, the theories and practices that have been influential, and others such as those of social pedagogy, which may be so in the future.
At the same time, this is not a dry account. The book's great strength is that it is lit up by personal experience and comes from the heart: its values are very apparent. Smith draws on his own experience as an academic and a social work educator. He also speaks as a long-time residential care worker, who went into the work almost by accident but remained to enjoy it. He is not afraid of controversy. He confronts sensitive areas such as love, touch, sexuality and physical restraint in children's work, areas in which workers can feel uncomfortable and lack confidence, and identifies ways forward.
The reader may not agree with all his views. For example, he examines the tensions between professional practice based on notions of children's rights compared with practice rooted in valuing the personal relationship between carer and child. He comes down heavily on the side of a relational approach. This is a useful corrective to work based heavily in administrative procedures, including those that relate to rights. Nevertheless, while 'rights' sound cold, compared to the more human experiences suggested by 'relationship', I would have liked a discussion of the potential of apparently warm relationships to be abusive and manipulative, as well as supportive. The virtue of practice based on both children's rights and on personal relationships is that such practice acknowledges and alerts us to the unequal balance of power involved in adult-child relationships. A rights-based approach should not be written out of court; it is not a sufficient basis for child care, but it is a necessary part of the system. That said, anyone seeking to understand the field would be well served by Rethinking Residential Care, not least because it provides a useful reference book, stimulates fresh thinking and successfully combines theoretical and practice knowledge. 
